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The administration of US President George W. Bush placed the Colombian paramilitary group
Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) on its list of terrorist organizations. The action was taken
Sept. 10, ahead of Secretary of State Colin Powell's trip to Latin America, which was cut short by the
attacks in New York and Washington, DC. The notice in the Federal Register, a daily publication of
US government regulations, said the AUC had been designated a "foreign terrorist organization."
In all, 31 groups, including the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the
Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) of Colombia, are designated foreign terrorist groups. The
announcement reflects growing US concern about the 8,000-strong AUC, which has become a
major force in the Colombian conflict and an obstacle to the peace talks between the Colombian
government and rebels.
A statement by Powell said the designation was based on "an exhaustive review of the AUC's
violent activities over the past two years." "I hope this will leave no doubt that the United States
considers terrorism to be unacceptable, regardless of the political or ideological purpose," said
Powell's statement. "We also stand with the government of Colombia against the threats to its
democracy from these terrorist groups." The statement said the AUC has carried out numerous
acts of terrorism, including the massacre of hundreds of civilians, the forced displacement of entire
villages, and the kidnapping of political figures.
The State Department's latest report on global terrorism, released April 30, cited information from
the Colombian police affirming that the AUC had carried out 804 assassinations, 204 kidnappings,
and 75 massacres with 507 victims in the first 10 months of 2000. AUC militias are also blamed for a
large percentage of the 40,000 killings of civilians in Colombia in the last decade. The report said the
AUC was supported by economic elites, drug traffickers, and local communities.
Some former Colombian military personnel are known to be AUC members. The paramilitary bands
frequently drag unarmed villagers from their homes, accuse them of supporting the guerrillas,
and publicly execute them. In one massacre this year, officials said the AUC used chain saws on its
victims. State Department spokesman Philip Reeker said the AUC was "increasingly collaborating
with narcotraffickers." When Powell meets with Colombian leaders, said Reeker, he will underscore
the need for the government to improve its human rights record "in terms of severing all ties
between security forces and paramilitary groups."
The AUC recently sent an email to US Ambassador Anne Patterson arguing strongly that the group
should not be designated as a terrorist group and saying that it had never attacked US targets or
citizens.
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Colombia's Interior Minister Armando Estrada Villa said his government supports the US
designation and is convinced "that when the US takes such a step it is because it has convincing
arguments to support it."

Designation has ramifications for AUC backers in US
The designation requires US financial institutions to block the AUC's assets and makes it illegal to
support the group financially. Under the law, members of designated terrorist groups can be denied
US visas, and individuals or groups believed to fund such groups can be arrested in the US and their
assets can be seized by US authorities. US government officials have long maintained that wealthy
Colombians living in the US are helping finance the AUC, and Colombian prosecutors investigating
AUC finances have said they have some evidence of AUC connections in Miami.
"Some of the people who finance AUC have interests all over Latin America and probably the
United States," said Robin Kirk, a Colombia specialist at Human Rights Watch (HRW). "This may
send a very strong warning to such people that they and their assets are more at risk than ever from
some kind of US action." Kirk called the move a "positive step," one human rights organizations had
been urging Washington to take for several years as the death toll from AUC operations grew. For
years, human rights groups in Colombia and the US have documented the complicity between the
Colombian armed forces and the AUC.
The government of President Andres Pastrana says it has arrested dozens of AUC members, killed
some in combat, and dismissed several generals with alleged paramilitary connections. But despite
Pastrana's efforts to cut links between the military and paramilitaries, Kirk said "collaboration
remains rampant." With Democrats now in control of the US Senate, concern about the relationship
between the AUC and the Colombian military has grown, especially with the increased awareness
that the AUC is at least as much involved in drug trafficking as are the guerrillas. The AUC says that
it receives about 70% of its revenues from the drug trade.
Some US legislators are concerned that the Colombian armed forces are providing the AUC with
training and equipment received from the US under Plan Colombia for fighting drug trafficking.
Sens. Paul Wellstone (D-MN) and Barbara Boxer (D-CA) wrote Powell in early September to say
they "remain deeply troubled by the...close links between members of the Colombian military and
illegal paramilitary groups." AUC Web site announces political organization The AUC announced
on its Web site in early September that it was launching a political movement to back up its military
offensive.
The AUC said its new Democratic and National Movement wanted "political recognition" from the
Colombian government and the international community and demanded to be included in peace
talks between the government and the FARC, which have been going on for almost three years. "We
were born out of war to end war, we come together in politics to dignify politics and make peace
possible," the announcement read, detailing an 11-point political agenda but not identifying any of
the political movement's leaders.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53342
ISSN: 1089-1560

A few months ago, longtime AUC military commander Carlos Castano stepped aside to assume
leadership of a new "political command." He was replaced by hard-liner Salvatore Mancuso, who
reportedly supports attacking government installations if the military and police continue their
crackdown on the AUC (see NotiSur, 2001-06-08).
In an interview published in early September in Colombian news magazine Cambio, Mancuso said
the AUC does not kill innocent people. "Our policy has always been to identify and separate out
guerrillas disguised as civilians from the honest and hardworking people," he said.
A December Gallup poll showed about 10% of Colombians had a positive impression of the AUC.
In rural areas, landowners and business people often see the AUC as the lesser of two evils. While
few Colombians say they support the AUC, discouragement is widespread regarding the lack
of progress in the peace talks with the guerrillas. Leading candidates in next May's presidential
elections are calling for a harder government line in negotiations with the rebels.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

